Polinsky and Scontras (Polinsky & Scontras, 2019) highlight the intrinsic interest of heritage languages (HLs), and provide compelling arguments that the input to heritage language learners and online processing limitations operate together to explain heritage language properties. They conclude by noting that studying HLs can be connected more closely to theoretical discussions of vulnerable and robust aspects of language in mutually informative ways. Here we focus on another connection, with the study of inter-and intra-speaker variability. We suggest that HL-like scenarios may arise when learners are acquiring variable phenomena in non-heritage languages, a possibility that provides a foundation for crossover between these research areas.
If our suggestions are on the right track, heritage language and variationist theories can be mutually informative. In one direction, heritage language theories make predictions about which aspects of variation are likely to be vulnerable in scenarios that manifest a small speaker community (2). In the other direction, studying (2) in variation allows us to see the effects of this factor independent of (1) and (3), in a relatively restricted linguistic context, and without the complexities of unbalanced bilingual acquisition.
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